that the islands are currently sinking by as much as a centimetre a year, as the continental plate on which they sit is slowly dragged down into the subduction zone by the oceanic plate. When these plates slip during an earthquake, the islands spring back up again as the pressure on the continental plate is released.
Sieh has been investigating historical records of earthquakes in the area by looking at the coral,which retains a record of the lowtide mark -coral can only live under water, so it dies off if the low-tide mark recedes, or grows if the low-tide mark rises. Sieh has used this to estimate changes in elevation to within a couple of centimetres over the past 50 to 100 years, and to look for larger rises associated with past earthquakes.
Sieh says that earthquakes in the region happen about once every 230 years. "We think we are getting close to the next one,"he says. The last such event on the Mentawai islands was 145 to 170 years ago, for example. Energy from last month's earthquake will have placed extra strain on the fault, which is likely to hasten the next rupture.
As the Sumatra study progresses,Sieh and his team have been teaching the islanders about earthquake risks."We have been trying to educate the villagers with posters and brochures, telling them how to build their structures," he says. "I cross my fingers that the people we started to educate took our advice and clambered up the hill when the tsunami hit." In these circumstances, says Nadine Peyrolo, a Pasteur spokeswoman, the board felt it no longer had the legitimacy needed to govern the institute. A new board that has the confidence of staff will have renewed legitimacy, suggests Sophie Chevallon, a spokeswoman for the science ministry, which has a permanent seat on the board. "We hope this will help to find a way out of the crisis," she says.
An extraordinary meeting of the assembly has been set for 15 March to elect a new board. One of its most urgent tasks will be to re-elect Kourilsky for another six-year term -or replace him.
Shortly after the board resigned on 12 January, the Pasteur's management e-mailed staff to announce that Kourilsky intends to send them all a letter detailing his actions and informing them of his "desire to open up a dialogue" with them.
But in a telling sign of the climate on campus, an internal memo from the institute's management says the dialogue will take the form of an Internet chat between staff and Kourilsky on 21 January, in which staff will have "perfect anonymity" so that "everyone can express themselves freely".
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